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(54) Method and device for detection of the contents of a container 



(57) For determination of the amount of material (5) 
stored in a plastic container (1), the containers side 
walls (2a, 2b) are equipped with infrared light sources 
(8) and light detectors (12). The light penetrates the side 
walls (2a. 2b) but may be absorbed or reflected by the 
stored material (5). The signals from the light detectors 



(12) can therefore be used to determine the top level of 
the material (5). The arrangement can e.g. be applied 
for automatically detecting when the container (1) 
needs to be refilled. 
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Description 

[0001] The invention relates to a method for the deter- 
mination of an amount of material in a plastic container 
and a plastic container equipped for carrying out this s 
method according to the preamble of the independent 
claims. 

[0002] In automated storage systems and other appli- 
cations, there is a need to determine the amount of 
material in a container, e.g. for automatically refilling the 
container when it is nearly empty. Typically, this is car- 
ried out by measuring the weight of the container. Suit- 
able scales and weight sensors, are, however, 
expensive. 

[0003] The pc obiem to be solved by the present inven- 
tion lies therefore m providing a method and container 
of the type mentioned above that allows a simple deter- 
mination of the amount of material in a container. 
[0004] The problem is solved by the method and the 
container according to the preamble of the independent 
claims. 

[0005] AccorcAng to these claims, the amount of mate- 
rial is derived from a determination of the amount of 
light transmitted through a wall of the container. This 
merely requires one or more ight detectors, preferably 
located close to the wan. and. optionally, a suitable light 
source. Hence, no complicated, expensive compo- 
nents, such as a weight detector, are required. 
[0006] In this way. the amount of material can be 
determined quddy. The result can either be a quantita- 
tive statement, such as the present top level of material 
in the container, or a qualitative one, such as a warning 
when the container is nearly empty. 
[0007] In a preferred embodiment, infrared light is 
used for the measurement because it penetrates most 
plastic materials, even those that are non-transparent 
for visible light, and is less prone to be affected by inho- 
mogenerbes in the plastic. 

[0008] The light detector or detectors, as well as, 
optionally, the light source, can be attached to the wall 
or walls of the plastic container, which results in a con- 
tainer that is able to monitor itself. 
[0009] Attaching the light source and/or detector on an 
outer side of the wall protects these components 
against damage and contamination from the material 
stored in the container. 

[0010] Preferably, a plurality of light detectors is used, 
arranged at different heights. Such an arrangement is 
able to determine the approximate top level of the mate- 
rial in the container. 

[0011] In another embodiment of the invention, the 
amount of material in a plurality of containers can be 
measured by moving a light source and at least one 
light detector from one container to the next. In this way, 
a robot can e.g. scan a rack of containers quickly. 
[0012] If double-walled containers are used, the light 
detector or light detectors can be arranged between the 
double-wall. Such an arrangement provides good pro- 



tection for the light detector(s). 
[001 3] The invention can e.g. be used in an automated 
storage system comprising a plurality of containers, 
wherein each container is being monitored and a refill is 
ordered automatically when a container is nearly empty. 
[001 4] Further embodiments, applications and advan- 
tages of the invention are described in the dependent 
claims and the following description of some preferred 
embodiments. Such description refers to the enclosed 
figures, wherein: 

Fig. 1 is a sectional view of a preferred embodiment 
of the invention, 

Fig. 2 is a block diagram of the electronics of the 
container of Fig. 1, 

Fig. 3 is an alternative arrangement of the detectors 

in a double-wailed container, and 

Fig. 4 is a further embodiment of the detector 

assembly. 

[0015] The container 1 shown in Fig. 1 can e.g. be of 
known type with four vertical side walls 2 and one hori- 
zontal bottom wall 3, which enclose an inner container 
volume 4 open at the top. In Fig. 1 the container is par- 
tially filled with a material 5, such as screws, powder, 
electrical components, etc. The container can e.g. be 
part of an automated storage system that comprises a 
plurality of such containers. The storage system further 
comprises a monitoring device for monitoring all con- 
tainers and for automatically detecting if one of them is 
nearly empty, in which case a refill is ordered. 
[0016] The walls and bottom of container 1 are made 
of a plastic material. Preferably, they are non-transpar- 
ent for visible light and coloured. 
[0017] In order to detect the amount of material 5, 
container 1 is equipped with a detection system com- 
prising a light source assembly 6 and a detector assem- 
bly 7. In the present embodiment light source assembly 
6 as well as detector assembly 7 are located at opposite 
sides on the outside of two side walls 2a, 2b of container 
1. 

[0018] Light source assembly 6 comprises a plurality 
of infrared light emitting diodes (LEDs) 8 arranged verti- 
cally above each other and protected by a light source 
housing 9. Housing 9 also encloses a suitable LED 
driver 10. 

[0019] The light of the infrared LEDs 8 is emitted 
through side wall 2a into the inner volume 4 of container 
1 . Since most plastic materials are only weakly absorb- 
ing in the infrared spectral range between 750 and 2000 
nm, the light is only weaWy attenuated. It crosses vol- 
ume 4 and penetrates the opposing container wall 2b 
unless it is absorbed or scattered by the material 5 
within the container. 

[0020] Light detector assembly 7 attached to the out- 
side of the opposing container wall 2b comprises a plu- 
rality of light detectors 12, such as photodiodes, 
arranged in a vertical row at different heights. The light 
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detectors 12 are mounted to a printed circuit board 13, 
which also carries interface circuitry 14. All these com- 
ponents are enclosed in a light detector housing 15, 
which is attached to wait 2b. 

[0021 ] Fig. 2 shows a block diagram of the electronics 
of the container of Fig. 1. As can be seen, LED driver 10 
as well as light detector interface 14 are powered by a 
common power supply 17, which is also attached at a 
suitable position to container 1. LED interface 14 com- 
prises circuitry for comparing the light intensity detected 
by the detectors 12. In a situation as shown in Fig. 1 , the 
bottommost two light detectors will only detect a low 
amount of light as they are covered by material 5. The 
third detector from the bottom will detect a larger 
amount of light. The remaining detectors will receive 
even more light, as the third detector may still lie par- 
tially in the shadow of the top peaks of material 5. 
Hence, the signal from the bottom most two detectors 
will be at its minimum, the signal from the third detector 
will be between its minimum and maximum, and the sig- 
nal from the remaining three detectors will be at its max- 
imum. From this information, interface 14 will be able to 
derive that the top level of material 5 is somewhere 
between the second and third detector. This information 
can e.g. be transferred to a central monitoring compu- 
ter. 

[0022] LED driver 1 0 may contain known current lim- 
iting devices for driving the LEDs 8. Alternatively, it can 
also be designed for operating LEDs 8 in pulsed man- 
ner for reducing energy consumption, in which case 
interface 14 can use the pulsing frequency for distin- 
guishing the light of LEDs 8 from ambient light. Corre- 
sponding techniques are known to the person skilled in 
the art. 

[0023] The container shown in Figs. 1 and 2 is only 
one of the possible embodiments of the invention. Vari- 
ous modifications are possible. 
[0024] For example, a single light source can be used, 
either placed at the outer side of wall 2a or above the 
container or within it. 

[0025] Alternatively, a plurality of light sources can be 
combined ^ith^a gingfp ii n hi_date6tar. In this case the 
light sources are arranged at the outside of wall 2a and 
the light detector, arranged at the outside of wall 2b or 
above/within container 1 . determines which of the light 
sources are sending light into the container for deter- 
mining the top level of material 5. For this purpose, the 
light detector can e.g. measure the total intensity (which 
decreases when some of the light sources are hidden), 
or the light sources can be operated consecutively in 
pulsed manner for allowing an individual, consecutive 
. measurements for the light from each light source. 
[0026] In some applications, it may not be necessary 
to determine the exact location of the top level of mate- 
rial 5. It may e.g. only be required to detect when the 
level of material 5 falls below a given level. In such 
cases, a single detector and light source, at least one of ~* 
which is arranged at an appropriate height, can be 



used. 

[0027] It is also possible to place at least one light 
source or detector below bottom wall 3. 
[0028] If a double-walled container is used, such as it 
5 is shown in Fig. 3, where the side walls consist of two 
plastic plates 20, 21 with a gap 22 between them, the 
light sources and/or light detectors can be arranged 
within this gap 22 for better protection. 
[0029] It is also possible to cast the light sources 
10 and/or light detectors into the plastic of the walls while 
moulding the container. 

[0030] As shown in Fig. 4, the light sources and/or 
light detectors can also be arranged on an adhesive, 
flexible tape 23, which is glued to the side wall of the 
is container. 

[0031 ] In the embodiments discussed so far, the light 
sources and detectors were attached to the container. 
Alternatively, they can be mounted to a monitoring 
device, such as a robot, which is moved from one con- 
20 tainer to the next for detecting if they are empty. In this 
case, a single set of light sources and detectors is 
required for monitoring a plurality of containers. 
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Claims 

1. A method for the determination of an amount of 
material (5) in a plastic container (1) characterized 
by the step of determining an amount of light trans- 
mitted through a wall (2a, 2b) of said container (1). 

2. The method of claim 1 , wherein said light is infrared 
light and preferably wherein said container (1) is 
substantially non-transparent for visible light. 

3. The method of one of the preceding claims, 
wherein said amount of light is determined by at 
least one light detector (12) arranged on an outer 
side of said wall, preferably attached to said wall. 
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The method of claim 3, wherein said amount of light 
is determined by a plurality of light detectors (12), in 
particular wherein said light detectors (12) are posi- 
tioned at different heights for detecting a filling level 
of said container (1). 

The method of one of the preceding claims, further 
comprising the step of illuminating said material (5) 
with at least one light source (8) arranged outside 
said container, preferably attached to said con- 
tainer. 

The method of one of the claims 3 or 4 and of claim 
5, wherein the light from said light source (8) first 
penetrates a first wall (2a). then an inner volume (4) 
and then a second wall (2b) of said container (1). 

Use of the method of one of the preceding claims 
for determining an amount of material (5) in a plu- 
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rality of plastic containers (1), wherein a light 
source (8) and at least one light detector (12) are 
moved from one container to the next for consecu- 
tively measuring said containers. 

5 

8. A plastic container characterized by a detector 
assembly said detector assembly (7) comprising at 
least one light detector (12) arranged for measuring 
light transmitted through a wall (2a, 2b) of said con- 
tainer. 10 

9. The plastic container of claim 8, wherein said at 
least one light detector (12) is an infrared light 
detector and preferably wherein said wall (2a, 2b) is 
substantially non-transparent for visible light. is 

10. The plastic container of one of the claims 8 or 9, 
wherein said at least one light detector (12) is 
attached to an outer side of said wall. 

20 

11. The plastic container of one of the claims 8-10 fur- 
ther comprising at least one fight source (8). 

12. The plastic container of one of the claims 8-11 
comprising a plurality of light detectors (12) 25 
arranged above each other and means (14) for 
determining a filling level of said container by using 

the signal provided by said light detectors. 

13. The plastic container of one of the claims 8 - 12, 30 
wherein said container comprises at least one dou- 
ble wall with an inner wall section (20) and an outer 
wall section (21), wherein said at least one detector 
(12) is arranged between said inner and said outer 
wall section. 35 

14. The plastic container of one of the preceding 
claims, wherein said at least one detector (12) is 
attached to said container by means of an adhesive 
tape (23). . 40 
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